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A right-wing paramilitary death squad has taken responsibility for the death of leftist Senator
Manuel Cepeda, gunned down in Bogota on Aug. 9. Cepeda was a member of the Partido
Comunista Colombiano (PCC) and represented the PCC and the Union Patriotica (UP) in Congress.
More than 2,500 members of the UP have been killed since 1985. Cepeda's death has brought
renewed insistence that the government crack down on paramilitary groups and resolve the 27-year
guerrilla conflict.
On Aug. 18, a group calling itself "Death to Communists and Guerrillas" (Muerte a Comunistas
y Guerrilleros, MUCOGUE) claimed responsibility for killing Cepeda. The group published a
list, targeting 25 other potential victims, including two Roman Catholic bishops, former guerrilla
fighters, union leaders, and leftist politicians. "Today we executed Manuel Cepeda...for representing
the bandits of the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC), tomorrow it will be the
others and we will have a country free from communists and guerrillas," said a communique from
the previously unknown paramilitary group.
The group rejects any dialogue between the government and the guerrilla umbrella organization
Coordinadora Nacional Guerrillera Simon Bolivar (CNG), saying, "If you want to have peace, first
you have to win the war." According to Orlando Obregon the president of the labor federation
Central Unitaria de Trabajadores, whose name was also on the MUCOGUE list three other labor
leaders have already fled the country. At Cepeda's funeral, the president of the Congress, Juan
Guillermo Angel Mejia, pleaded for an end to impunity, adding that there has been enough
inefficiency and incompetence by the authorities. Colombian security forces have long been accused
of major human rights violations and of having ties to paramilitary groups and the drug cartels.
Alvaro Vasquez, executive secretary of the PCC, said Cepeda's death was another example of the
"infamous logic of the Colombian tragedy," and added that it is "an open provocation against
a political solution to the armed conflict." "If measures [against impunity] are not taken, if the
government does not define itself for peace or for war, it will be impossible to overcome the infernal
cycle of violence," said Vasquez. Cepeda's death brought numerous calls from political leaders for
the government of President Ernesto Samper to immediately resume talks with the guerrillas, and to
do everything possible to stop the paramilitary attacks on leftist politicians and dismantle the groups
responsible.
A spokesperson for the international human rights group Amnesty International said, "In his
electoral campaign the president promised to tackle the impunity that allows the security forces
and their paramilitary allies to commit human rights violations with little fear of prosecution.
Taking action on this case would be proof of the president's commitment to follow through on
his campaign promises and a clear sign that the government is intent on ensuring the safety of
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opposition politicians." Juan de Dios Parra, executive secretary of the Quito- based Asociacion
Latinoamericana para los Derechos Humanos (ALDHU), said there are more than 30 paramilitary
groups or death squads operating in Colombia with a high level of impunity, and that many of them
have proven ties to the security forces.
Both human rights organizations and leftist politicians complained that police had not adequately
protected Cepeda, who had received numerous death threats. The police, however, said Cepeda
and the PCC had rejected offers of police protection. Some analysts believe that Cepeda was
assassinated in retaliation for the death of Gen. Julio Gil Colorado, killed by guerrilla forces in their
offensive in early August to force the government to resume negotiations. During the administration
of former president Cesar Gaviria, talks were held between the government and the CNG, but the
effort failed in 1992. The CNG includes the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC),
the Ejercito Popular de Liberacion (EPL) and a faction of the Ejercito de Liberacion Nacional (ELN).
In his inauguration address, Samper said his administration would negotiate, but only when the
guerrillas demonstrated a serious commitment to ending the violence. Since Samper took office,
there has been some movement toward a resumption of talks, but there have also been disturbing
signs of resistance on both the part of the CNG and the government. On Aug. 14, Defense Minister
Fernando Botero Zea announced the formation of a new 50,000-member anti-guerrilla police force,
to be trained by the French Gendarmerie and the Spanish Guardia Civil. The new force will operate
in 20 small towns where the guerrillas are active, according to Botero. In addition, news reports said
the House of Representatives met secretly with Botero, who told them the CNG is planning a major
offensive in October and has targeted 12 members of Congress for assassination.
Botero said the recent guerrilla offensive cost the lives of 787 guerrillas and 366 members of the
security forces, with an additional 2,000 guerrillas captured. However, on Aug. 18 Interior Minister
Horacio Serpa called on the guerrillas to accept Samper's invitation to contribute to the pacification
of Colombia and participate in overcoming the country's social problems. At the same time he
announced that the ELN had expressed a willingness to dialogue with the government. The
following day the high command of FARC sent a letter to Samper proposing a resumption of talks.
The FARC press release said, "We are sending a letter to the President in which we indicate our
willingness to initiate a negotiation process, which could culminate in the total reconciliation of all
Colombians." Serpa expressed hope that the moves by FARC and the ELN would be a beginning
toward establishing peace and stability in the country. However, a subsequent guerrilla attack in the
jungle area of Choco, which killed 18 people, put a damper on the prospect of negotiations. The ELN
was apparently responsible for the Choco action. Samper's newly appointed peace commissioner,
Carlos Holmes Trujillo, condemned the Choco attack and said it demonstrated how urgent it is to
move toward peace, but added that if the guerrillas are serious about peace, they must stop such
attacks.

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 2

